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What is an Early Years Education Inspection?  

The Early Years Education Inspection model is used to provide evaluative information, advice 
and support in relation to the education of children aged birth to six years in early learning and 
care settings. The inspections will affirm good practice and provide advice to support internal 
quality development processes that optimise children’s education experiences and outcomes. 

How to read this report 
During this inspection, the inspector evaluated and reported under the following headings or 
areas of enquiry: 

 Quality of the context to support children’s learning and development 

 Quality of processes to support children’s learning and development 

 Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 

 Quality of management and leadership for learning  

Inspectors describe the quality of each of these areas using the Inspectorate’s quality 
continuum which is shown on the final page of this report. The quality continuum provides 
examples of the language used by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the 
setting’s provision in each area. 

The early years setting was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the findings and 
actions advised of the report; a response was not received from the setting. 
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Early Years Education Inspection 

 

Dates of inspection 23-01-2026 

Activities conducted during the Inspection 

 Pre-inspection meeting with the setting owner/ educator 

 Review of setting documentation and records relating to the children’s learning and 
development  

 Review of the education resources and facilities  

 Observations of interactions during two Early Childhood Care and Education Programme 
sessions  

 Interaction with children  

 Interaction with early years educator 

 Feedback meeting with the setting owner/educator 

Context of setting 
Little Scholars Montessori School is located in Portlaoise, County Laois. The setting is long 
established in the town, and the current owner is managing the setting since 2010. The setting 
offers care and education to children availing of the Early Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE) Programme. There is a morning and afternoon session available. The owner is the sole 
educator and on the day of the inspection was present in the setting with sixteen children over 
the two ECCE sessions. For the purpose of this report the owner/educator will be referred to as 
the owner. 

Area 1: Quality of context to support children’s learning and development 

 The quality of the context to support the children’s learning and development was very 
good.  

 A very warm and welcoming atmosphere was evident in the setting. The owner was the sole 
educator and key-person for all children in the setting. 

 The owner was kind and caring towards all children and their families. She interacted 
through meaningful conservation and questions regarding home life, siblings and family. 
The owner had a deep knowledge of all families attending the setting. 

 A pictorial display outlined a daily routine consisting of an extended period of free play, 
snack time, circle time and lunch time. The children were active agents in their play and 
thrived in the opportunity to make choices and decisions. Verbal prompts, songs and visual 
aids were all successfully used to notify the children of upcoming transitions within the daily 
routine including tidy up time and snack time. 

 Two mealtimes took place during the ECCE session: snack time and lunch time. Both 
mealtimes offered children the opportunity to sit together as a group and to develop their 
independence skills. The mealtimes occurred close together and on the day of the 
inspection the snack time interrupted the children’s flow of play. 

 The children were learning to use their problem-solving skills. Some children independently 
used timers and their negotiation skills to test social skills and solve conflicts.  

 The setting had a variety of displays to promote children’s sense of identity and belonging. A 
variety of books on topics including families, diversity, pets and homes were included in the 
book area. The dress up resources provided children with the opportunity to take on the role 
of community members including a Garda and doctor. The owner had considered inviting 
visitors in to talk to the children, but this had not happened in recent times. 

Actions advised 

 The owner is advised to review the snack time routine and consider offering an optional free 
flowing snack time where children can self-serve and choose when to sit and eat their 
snack.  

 Building on the very good practices already established in the setting, the children would 
benefit from further exploration of their own unique culture and local community. Inviting 
visitors into the setting throughout the year would further enhance this practice. 
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Area 2: Quality of processes to support children’s learning and development 

 The quality of the processes to support the children’s learning and development was very 
good.  

 A play-based curriculum was in place in the setting. The owner had attended training on 
Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, 2024 and this had positively influenced 
the curriculum in practice in the setting. She was on a journey of implementing aspects of a 
slow relational pedagogy and was very focused on embedding the revised themes and 
principles of Aistear, 2024 within her practice. 

 The owner was in a transition period regarding planning and assessment procedures. There 
were weekly and termly plans in place which focused on themes and some general group 
interests. Large group observations and some individual observations were documented in 
children’s learning journals. 

 The owner valued play as the main medium through which children learned. On the day of 
the inspection, the children enjoyed role play, outdoor play and imaginative play. 

 The owner was a skilled play partner and engaged in the children’s play with the purpose of 
having fun, introducing new ideas and introducing new concepts to children.   

 The indoor learning environment was well organised, inviting and had many clearly defined 
interest areas. They had an extensive range of real-life materials which the children enjoyed 
exploring. 

 The owner had availed of support for children with additional needs through the Access and 
Inclusion Model (AIM). There was an inclusion policy in place in the setting. The owner had 
focused on extending children’s social skills and play skills in a meaningful way. No formal 
documentation was in place at the time of the inspection. 

Actions advised 

 The owner is advised to review the planning and assessment procedures to ensure they 
focus on exploring children’s individual interests and learning needs. This will create deeper 
connections between the short-term plans and monthly narrative observations.  

 The owner is advised to continue supporting children with additional needs with a focus on 
documenting individual learning plans. These resources will record the development and 
progress children make in the setting. Liaising with external agencies is also advised. 

Area 3: Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 

 The quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements was very good.  

 The children were very happy and settled in their ECCE groups. Throughout the inspection 
the children were heard laughing and seen having fun. 

 Children demonstrated a deep interest in role play and imaginative play. They became 
engrossed in playing doctors and hairdressers recalling information and aspects of the 
roles. Children discussed how to style hair, looked through hair colour samples and offered 
their ‘clients’ tea and coffee to drink. 

 Each child had their own individual learning journal. The learning journals contained artwork, 
photographs and documentation of the various activities and experiences the children 
enjoyed throughout the year. Reflections from children and parents were not yet included in 
the learning journals. 

 On the day of the inspection, the children enjoyed discovering playdough. They discussed 
the consistency of the dough as the children noted how dry it was and how too much flour 
had been added while making it. They also discussed the various shapes that could be 
created using the playdough. 

 Due to the weather, on the day of the inspection children had limited access to the outdoor 
learning environment. The children enjoyed a short period outdoors where they had access 
to a thoughtfully designed and considered learning environment with a well-resourced mud 
kitchen, opportunity for risky play and musical walls.  

 The owner planned activities and songs for children to learn during circle time. The owner 
placed a deep focus on ensuring children were exposed to numeracy through games and 
rhymes during this time. There was some additional numeracy toys placed throughout the 
learning environments for children to discover. 

 Children had strong friendships within the group. They demonstrated affection and engaged 
in co-operative play during the session. They enquired about friends who were absent from 
the group. 
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Actions advised 

 To fully optimise the learning journals already in place in the setting, the owner is advised to 
include reflections from parents and children within the learning journals. This practice will 
enhance children’s opportunities for recall and reflection.  

 Building on the numeracy experiences already available to the children, the owner is 
advised to extend the children’s exposure to numeracy within the learning environment and 
more play-based experiences. 

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

 The quality of management and leadership for learning was very good.  

 The owner was hard-working and professional in her work. She was dedicated to her 
setting, to the families and children who attended each day. 

 The owner was very organised. She was responsible for all duties within the setting and the 
day-to-day running the business was very effective due to her skillset. 

 The owner was passionate about keeping up to date with relevant research and guidelines. 
She very effectively reflected using the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide and Aistear, 2024 to 
review and extend practice in the setting. At the time of the inspection the owner was 
reflecting on slow relational pedagogy and how best to implement it in her settings policies 
and procedures. 

 The owner attended training including the Leadership in Inclusion course and workshops or 
projects organised by the local county childcare committee (CCC). The CCC also offered 
support and advice throughout the year. 

 The owner had developed an effective settling-in policy. As part of the settling-in procedure 
children were invited to visit the pre-school to view it and become familiar with the daily 
routine and learning environments. 

 Emails, text messages and telephone calls were very effectively used to share information 
with parents and keep them up to date on daily and weekly activities. An end-of-year event 
was held each year for children, parents and their families to attend and celebrate the 
children’s achievements.  

 The setting had built very good relationships with some of the local primary schools and 
principals. Some principals contacted the owner to gain information regarding the children 
starting in their school, their friends and their learning journey. The owner completed the Mo 
Scéal transition resources available from the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) for some children at the end of each year. Parents were informed 
about the document, and they were advised to share it with the teacher. 

Actions advised 

 The owner is advised to review the setting curriculum statement in line with Aistear, 2024. 
The Aistear Síolta Practice Guide will be useful in this regard.  

 The owner is advised to complete the Mo Scéal transition resources available from the 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) for all children in the setting. 
Creating transition resources to use in the setting is also advised. 

Summary of overall inspection 

Area Quality level 

Quality of context to support children’s learning and development 
Very good 

Quality of processes to support children’s learning and 
development 

Very good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Very good 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 
Very good 
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Language used in Early Years Education Inspection 

Reports 

Inspectors describe the quality of provision in the setting using the language which is shown 
below.  

Level Description Examples of descriptive terms 

Excellent Provision that is excellent is 
exemplary in meeting the needs of 
learners. This provision provides an 
example for other schools and 
settings of exceptionally high 
standards of provision. 

Excellent; exemplary; outstanding; 
exceptionally high standard; with very 
significant strengths 

Very good Provision that is very good is very 
effective in meeting the needs of 
learners and is of a very high 
standard. There is potential to build 
on existing strengths to achieve an 
excellent standard.  

Very good; of a very high quality; very 
effective practice; highly commendable; 
very successful 

Good Provision that is good is effective in 
meeting the needs of learners. There 
is need to build on existing strengths 
in order to address the aspects to be 
developed and achieve a very good 
standard.  

Good; of good quality; effective 
practice; competent; useful; 
commendable; good standard; 
strengths outweigh the shortcomings; 
appropriate provision although some 
possibilities for improvement exist 

Requires 
improvement 
to achieve a 
good 
standard 

Provision that requires 
improvement to achieve a good 
standard is not sufficiently effective 
in meeting the needs of learners. 
There is need to address certain 
deficiencies without delay in order to 
ensure that provision is good or 
better. 

Fair; less than effective; less than 
sufficient; evident weaknesses that are 
impacting on learning; experiencing 
difficulty; shortcomings outweigh 
strengths; must improve in specified 
areas; action required to improve 

 

Requires 
significant 
improvement 
to achieve a 
good 
standard 

Provision that requires significant 
improvement to achieve a good 
standard is not meeting the needs of 
learners. There is immediate need for 
significant action to address the 
areas of concern.  

Weak; poor; ineffective; insufficient; 
unacceptable; experiencing significant 
difficulties; serious deficiencies in the 
areas evaluated; requiring significant 
change, development and 
improvement to be effective 

 

 

The following resources can be used by ELC settings in their quality improvement: 

Aistear Siolta Practice Guide    

Aistear - Nurturing Skills website  

Department of Education Insights – Quality in Early Years Education webinars 
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